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Abstract

While remaining rooted in a comparison of some of the primary texts of the thinkers
under scrutiny, my thesis also discusses several issues which arise in the mutual
consideration of Heidegger and Strauss, specifically the questions of the ontological and
political status of nature, the problem of *first philosophy,” and the method by which to
interpret philosophical texts, as well as a continuous analysis of Strauss’s appellation of
‘modern,” as opposed to ‘ancient,” and ‘religious,” as opposed to ‘philosophical,” to
Heidegger’s thought. 1 first consider every moment in Strauss’s corpus where he discusses
Heidegger’s thought. From this discussion, | identify four main lines of critique which may
be extracted from Strauss’s writings on Heidegger. Then, | turn to Heidegger’s texts
themselves in order to determine if Strauss’s critiqgue indeed finds purchase there,
addressing each of the lines of critique in turn. Finally, I consider Strauss and Heidegger in
tandem, in light of the three questions identified above. I show that many of what Strauss
determines to be Heidegger’s errors arose as a result of the way that Heidegger read ancient
philosophical texts, and | suggest that Strauss’s approach, i.e., to consider the possible
esoteric meaning of a text, in fact permits the reader to access an interpretation that is truer
to the textual phenomena. This claim, however, is not intended to obscure the remarkable
similarities between each thinker’s respective interpretive methods. | conclude that
Strauss’s critique of Heidegger, vehement as it is, also indicates Strauss’s dependence on
Heidegger’s thought for the inspiration of Strauss’s own philosophical project. The relation

between Strauss and Heidegger, then, remains profoundly ambiguous.
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General Introduction

Wollen wir die Gegenwart so wie sie ist, erkennen, frei von den herrschenden Auffassungen, die wir erst
priifen missen, so massen wir allererst von der Gegenwart frei sein. Diese Freiheit fallt uns nicht in den
Schoss, wir mussen sie uns erobern.

—Leo Strauss, “Religidse Lage der Gegenwart,” 1930

...wir uns selber nicht von der Modernitat befreien kénnen, wenn wir die Modernitat nicht verstehen.

—Leo Strauss, letter to Karl Loéwith, 21 December 1951

The only question of importance of course is the question whether Heidegger’s teaching is true or not. But the
very question is deceptive because it is silent about the question of competence—of who is competent to
judge...The more | understand what Heidegger is aiming at the more I see how much still escapes me.

—Leo Strauss, “Existentialism,” lecture given in February 1956

This thesis is an attempt first to describe in detail, and then to examine critically,
Leo Strauss’s critique of Martin Heidegger. Its method is primarily exegetical and tentative,
and is therefore not an attempt to posit the understanding or conclusive reading of the
complex relation between Strauss and Heidegger. Rather, its purpose is to raise properly
the philosophical questions which necessarily arise when one considers the two thinkers in
tandem. These questions concern the foundation of both the history and the practice of
philosophy, touching on such themes as the relations between theory and practice,
philosophy and political life, and political theorizing and ontology. Thus, | propose, an
analysis of these two thinkers can provide clarificatory tools even for those to whom
Strauss and Heidegger, for various reasons, remain anathema.

This thesis, it must be said from the beginning, is written from a perspective rooted
in Strauss’s thought, although it is, | hope, a skeptical and nonpartisan perspective. | leave
answering the question of whether this is possible or not to the disciples of both thinkers,

disciples from whom | wish to distance this project. Nevertheless, the thesis is guided by



two of Strauss’s overarching themes, namely the ‘theologico-political problem’ and the
‘quarrel between the ancients and the moderns.’* | believe that an examination of Strauss’s
writings on Heidegger, as well as an analysis of Heidegger’s writings themselves in
response to Strauss’s critical remarks, permits a clear view both of these problems, and how
each thinker’s respective work is to be understood in relation to these problems.

Up to the time of this writing, only essays and chapters of books, not to mention
paragraphs and brief remarks in footnotes, have addressed the relation between Strauss and
Heidegger. Thus, | also propose this thesis to be worthwhile for purely scholarly reasons.
Both Heidegger and Strauss are among the most important thinkers of the 20" century as
determined at least by their respective influence, for good or for ill. There are few thinkers
who continue to be as controversial philosophically and politically as these two, and there
are few thinkers who have attracted such large groups of disciples, who have subsequently
influenced not only philosophy but arguably the direction of studies in the humanities, in
the social sciences, and even, so it is claimed, concrete political life. These reasons,
important as they might be, are not adequate to justify a prolonged philosophical
comparison, however. Instead, I quote, hopefully with due consideration of hubris, one of
Strauss’s most important passages concerning the task of the student of philosophy:

...liberal education consists in listening to the conversation among the greatest

minds. But here we are confronted with the overwhelming difficulty that this

conversation does not take place without our help—that in fact we must bring
about that conversation. The greatest minds utter monologues. We must

! The essential qualities of these two themes, perhaps through their identification and elaboration Strauss’s
highest and lasting contributions to philosophical discussion, will become clearer as the argument of this
thesis progresses. As an introductory remark that runs the risk of intractable perplexity, I limit myself merely
to state that the first theme deals with the problem of the tension, as Strauss sees it, between reason and
revelation as two competing and mutually refuting sources of morality, and the consequent political problem
inherent thereof. The second theme deals with the differences between the ancient and modern approaches to
this problem, as well as the differences between the ancient and modern methods or modes of philosophical
expression.



transform their monologues into a dialogue, their ‘side by side’ into a
‘together.” (LAM, 7)°

I leave the question of the relative stature of Strauss and Heidegger for a more partisan
situation. The “first” question that follows from this passage, then, is, why these two
thinkers in particular? If we leave behind the contemporary controversies and the decided
camps and positions, i.e., if we turn to Heidegger’s and Strauss’s writings themselves, we
find philosophical analyses of the highest order, ones which engage the tradition in radical
ways that challenge centuries, perhaps millennia, of philosophical speculation. And, as the
dialogue between Heidegger and Strauss was decidedly one-sided, in the sense that Strauss
wrote on Heidegger but not the inverse, the conversation demands to be enacted.

Strauss was educated in the same intellectual period in which Heidegger had
arguably his most decisive influence, not to mention the fact that Strauss attended
Heidegger’s early lectures on Aristotle and, from this brief exposure, believed him to be the
most profound thinker in generations, German or otherwise.® Philosophers such as Hans-
Georg Gadamer, Karl Lowith, and Jacob Klein, all of whom students of Heidegger and all
of whom engaging in critical debates of varying depth with Strauss, make up some of the
most important examples of attempts to come to terms with, or to expand upon and carry
forward, Heidegger’s thought.* It is precisely this tradition in which | wish to situate

Strauss, and hence this thesis can be seen as an attempt to interpret Strauss in more of a

2 See the first section of the Bibliography of this thesis for the list of acronyms | use in reference to Strauss’s
and Heidegger’s publications.

® Strauss attended Heidegger’s lecture course in 1922 at Freiburg, “without understanding a word, but sensed
that he dealt with something of the utmost importance to man as man. | understood something on one
occasion: when he interpreted the beginning of the Metaphysics. | had never heard nor seen such a thing—
such a thorough and intensive interpretation of a philosophic text. On my way home 1 visited Rosenzweig and
said to him that compared to Heidegger, Max Weber, till then regarded by me as the incarnation of the spirit
of science and scholarship, was an orphan child” (JPCM, 461).

* 1 leave out certain students of Heidegger, most notably Hannah Arendt, from this list simply due to the fact
that there is no evidence of Strauss’s consideration of them. See, e.g., Ronald Beiner, “Hannah Arendt and
Leo Strauss: The Uncommenced Dialogue” (Political Theory, Vol. 18, No. 2 (May 1990), 238-254) for an
exploration of Strauss’s (non-)relation to Arendt’s thought.



‘Continental’ way. This fraught appellation is sure to arouse suspicion from both promoters
and detractors of Strauss, but I believe that it is not possible to understand the impetus for
Strauss’s overall project without taking into consideration both the intellectual milieu in
which he received his training and, | argue, the initial set of problems, ones with which he
continued to wrestle for the rest of his life, which were determined by that milieu.”

It is also important to consider the two thinkers in tandem because scholars of
Strauss, both friendly and antipathetic, have recognized the importance of Heidegger to
understand fully Strauss’s position. Strauss’s writings engage with Heidegger and his
thought repeatedly, from early letters addressed to some of the best-known thinkers who
arose out of the academic situation which Heidegger prepared in Weimar-era Germany, to
Strauss’s late writings concerning the problem of Socrates, a problem to which all of
Strauss’s writings were arguably intended as a response.® Hence, a considered and in-depth
discussion of the entirety of Strauss’s engagement with Heidegger, i.e., an examination of
all moments in Strauss’s corpus where Heidegger is discussed, is crucial to understand
Strauss’s position on a variety of the subjects which served as his guiding lights: the
question of ancient versus modern philosophy, the question of philosophy versus politics,
and the question of reason versus revelation as two competing bases for the way of living

well. 1 will return to this list of problems in a moment.

® This is not to say that | wish to interpret Strauss as dependent upon that milieu, or as ‘a child of his times.” |
differ in this respect from several recent commentators on Strauss, most notable of which being Eugene
Sheppard (Leo Strauss and the Politics of Exile: The Making of a Political Philosopher. Lebanon, NH:
Brandeis University Press, 2006). It is always important to consider those historical figures to whom a thinker
responded, to be sure, but—and here | take a methodological position against the general tenets of
historicism—great thinkers always transcend their times. This is evinced by the simple fact that their thought
continues to be relevant in eras of which they could not have had any possible knowledge.

® Here I uphold Eugene Miller’s position: “[i]t is important to recognize that Strauss’s entire account of the
history of political philosophy is framed as a reply to radical historicism. This fact is easy to overlook because
Strauss chooses to remain silent, for the most part, about the identity of the contemporary thinker whom he
intends above all to answer. That thinker is Martin Heidegger” (“Leo Strauss: The Recovery of Political
Philosophy,” in Contemporary Political Philosophers, eds. Anthony de Crespigny and Kenneth R. Minogue
(London: Methuen, 1976), 96).



Finally, and perhaps most important of all, an examination of Strauss and Heidegger
in tandem allows one to see the important differences between certain of their remarkably
similar positions and diagnoses concerning the contemporary situation both of philosophy
and of politics, not to mention of human existence in light of the two. Strauss and
Heidegger both consider their philosophical endeavours as responses to what each thinker
calls the “crisis of the West;” both thinkers see certain aspects of this crisis instantiated in
the triumph and the danger of modern (physical) science as the perhaps final way to
understand human beings and the whole which they inhabit; and both thinkers suggest a
critical reexamination of ancient philosophy, one purportedly free of generations, perhaps
centuries, of scholarly sedimentation as a means by which to come to terms with that crisis.

As the reader may by now have surmised, much of the impetus for this project has
been drawn from Strauss’s philosophical position. This, it is hoped, will not colour the
reader’s approach to the following thesis. The controversial nature of Strauss’s position in
regards to political life, allegedly serving as the basis of certain contemporary political
perspectives and movements, has been discussed in great detail in other places and
constitutes argumentative waters which | wish to avoid.” Likewise, the cyclical nature of
the ‘Heidegger controversy’ seemed to have crested yet again in recent months.® These
controversies are not the subject of this thesis, however. The most important element of

each thinker is the possibility he raises to ask philosophical questions in a radical way. It is

" For an extreme recent example, see William H.F. Altman, “The Alpine Limits of Jewish Thought: Leo
Strauss, National Socialism, and Judentum ohne Gott,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy, Vol. 17,
No. 1 (2009), 1-46, as well as his other recent publications on Strauss. A book on Leo Strauss and National
Socialism entitled The German Stranger is forthcoming at the time of this writing.

& For an example equally extreme as the one concerning Strauss from the above footnote, see Emmanuel
Faye, Heidegger: The Introduction of Nazism into Philosophy in Light of the Unpublished Seminars of 1933-
1935, Michael B. Smith, trans. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2009).



hoped that the following thesis will contribute to providing a better ground from which to
approach these questions.

As Strauss’s thought is the impetus for this thesis, it is necessary to describe the
background problems which continuously inform the following discussion. As was
mentioned above, Strauss constantly returns to questions of the relations or conflicts
between, e.g., philosophy and politics, Athens and Jerusalem, and ancient and modern
philosophical positions. All of these problems, | will argue, are distillable to one specific
one: what Strauss calls ‘the theologico-political problem.” This problem has several facets,
but ultimately these facets centre on the question of the best way to live. Philosophy, for
Strauss fundamentally the quest for the best way to live, is thus in immediate opposition to
the positions of religion and political life, as both of which claim to have an actual answer
to the question of the best way to live. Philosophy is thus in permanent discord both with
the contemporaneous political situation in which it finds itself, and, more fundamentally,
with a religious position which claims to have a description of the true and eternal nature of
the whole, namely that it was created at a particular moment by divine power. Strauss
claims that, starting from the time of his early studies on Spinoza and Hobbes, “the
theologico-political problem has remained the theme of my investigations” (JPCM, 453).
According to Strauss’s understanding, then, his writings after approximately 1934 must be
understood in light of this overarching theme, including his writings on Heidegger. In light

of Strauss’s spirit of zeteticism,? however, it must be emphasized that while Heidegger’s

° By this | follow Strauss’s understanding of the term, “skeptic in the original sense of the term,” which for
him means “neither dogmatic nor skeptic [in the sense, presumably, of permanently ‘withholding judgement’
in the way that, e.g., Sextus Empiricus means it—DT]” (OT, 196). Zeteticism is thus, for Strauss, the essence
of philosophy as he understands it, or, expressed in other words, “nothing but genuine awareness of the
problems, i.e., of the fundamental and comprehensive problems” (OT, 196). The zetetic philosopher par
excellence for Strauss was Socrates, who avoided the transition to the ‘sectarian’ that occurs “at the moment
at which the ‘subjective certainty’ of a solution becomes stronger than [the philosopher’s] awareness of the



thought is viewed in accordance with the structure of this problem, and for Strauss at least
his thought does not exactly fall on the side of philosophy, Strauss does not thereby wish to
refute Heidegger’s position. For Strauss, “the only great thinker in our time is Heidegger”
(“Existentialism, 305).*° Heidegger’s thought, then, must be confronted and understood
properly, not ‘destroyed’ or refuted beyond doubt. Strauss’s and Heidegger’s respective
positions, for Strauss at least, are in permanent tension, and Heidegger’s thought thus casts
light on Strauss’s attempt to recover the theologico-political problem as unsolved—thereby
indicating Strauss’s non-modern position.

For Strauss, the theologico-political problem can only be understood in light of the
secondary problem, the conflict between ancient and modern approaches to it. In Strauss’s
words, “[a] philosophy which believes it can refute the possibility of revelation—and a
philosophy which does not believe that: this is the real meaning of la querelle des anciens et
des modernes” (“Reason and Revelation,” in Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-
Political Problem, 177). Heidegger’s thought, as we will see, takes up certain themes and
questions concerning human existence, but understood, according to Strauss, in a way
fundamentally similar to that of religious life. As we will also see, Heidegger claims to
excise the religious, or ‘ontic’ content of such themes, thereby leaving them empty and
hence understandable as part of the ontological structure of Dasein, or the specifically
human form of existence. This, for Strauss, is exactly the problem: a philosophical position
which does not understand itself at its core to be a challenge to a religious position

misunderstands the relation between philosophy and religion as sources for their respective

problematic character of that solution” (OT, 196). If Strauss truly holds to this understanding of philosophy,
and | believe that he does, it is impossible to say that he ultimately wishes to ‘refute’ Heidegger’s position,
even if Strauss’s own position is, or seems to be, entirely opposed to it.

19 Strauss is careful here to distinguish between philosophers and thinkers, a distinction which Heidegger also
upholds.



conceptions of the best way to live. More specifically, Heidegger’s thought ultimately does
not free itself from religious tendencies, because it does not begin from the position that the
ultimate gquestion which human beings face, and which philosophical investigations must
confront, is “human guidance or divine guidance” (NRH, 74). For Strauss, Heidegger holds
the modern position that the tension between philosophy and religion is unimportant to
investigate, because philosophy is most fundamentally concerned with analysis of ‘the
whole’ or Sein apart from religious interference with that analysis. Heidegger thus believes
religion to have been, if not refuted then at least made permissible to be set aside for the
purposes of philosophical investigation. Under Strauss’s rubric, then, Heidegger is a
modern, in opposition to Strauss’s ancient and zetetic position which takes revelation as the
serious challenge to philosophy.

Much as Heidegger claims not to have ‘discovered’ or ‘invented’ the question of the
meaning of Sein but instead simply to have made it prominent again, | believe that Strauss
thought himself not to have invented these problems. Instead, they were made evident to
him from the texts he examined, specifically through the methodological approach to
reading those texts. As we will see, Heidegger’s adoption of particularly modern methods
of reading philosophical texts, even though this was contrary to his expressed intention,
was the reason why he could not grasp the peculiar character of texts written in a political-
philosophical way. This approach, then, conditioned the rest of his thought and the
problems which he thereby unearthed, and the subsequent problems raised—namely the
two thinkers’ differing philosophical relations to political life, religious faith, and the
history of philosophy—cast light on this thesis as a whole and are discussed throughout.

Chapter 1 is an exhaustive analysis of every instance in Strauss’s published works

which makes reference to Heidegger’s thought. This chapter therefore consists mainly of a



close reading of Strauss’s texts, in order to determine his exact position vis-a-vis
Heidegger. The result of this chapter’s analysis is four related lines of critique, which, taken
together, constitute Strauss’s overall critique of Heidegger.™* Chapter 2 is an excursion into
Heidegger’s texts themselves, in order to determine how, as well as if, Strauss’s critiques
have textual justification. | end this chapter by explaining how it is possible for Heidegger
to avoid some aspects of Strauss’s critique, but ultimately Heidegger is shown to be both
fundamentally modern in his thinking, and, due to the religious elements present in his
thought, ultimately not in a position to understand adequately the theologico-political
problem. Chapter 3 recapitulates the conclusions of the first two chapters in order to set the
stage for an analysis of certain points of convergence, as well as divergence, between
Heidegger’s and Strauss’s respective projects. Following from this recapitulation, | thus
address Heidegger’s and Strauss’s respective understandings of 1) nature, 2) *first’
philosophy, and 3) the method or approach by which to read a philosophical text. I
conclude the chapter with reversing the order of these points of convergence and
divergence, ultimately to show that it was Heidegger’s approach to reading Plato and
Aristotle which both permitted Strauss to approach these thinkers without the obfuscatory
apparatus of centuries of traditional scholarship, and which ultimately blinded Heidegger
himself to the way in which political philosophers wrote in the past, namely that they
possessed two distinct teachings directed at two different audiences. In the end, then, it is

Strauss’s recovery of the conception of esoteric writing which, properly understood,

1 Here | must acknowledge the work of lan Loadman, whose unpublished conference paper, “Historical
Sickness: Strauss and Heidegger” (2008) identifies “three distinct critiques of Heidegger in Strauss,” referring
specifically to 1) historicity, 2) a mistaken understanding of the history of philosophy, and 3) the problem of
the religious tendencies Strauss believes to see in Heidegger’s thought. However, Loadman does not situate
his analysis specifically in the context of the theologico-political problem and the quarrel between the
ancients and the moderns as Strauss understands them; consequently, it is not possible for him to understand
the ultimate basis and justification, from Strauss’s own perspective, for Strauss’s view of Heidegger.
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indicates his greatest difference from Heidegger, while at the same time indicating how
much he in fact owes to Heidegger’s previous philosophical Destruktion. This debt persists
even when Strauss’s vehement moral criticism of Heidegger’s position, also known
throughout Strauss’s writings as ‘radical historicism,” is taken into account. My conclusion,
then, speculates about this criticism and its consequences for how we should ultimately

view Strauss, both philosophically and politically.
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1. Analysis of Strauss’s Critique of Heidegger

The matter of Strauss’s relationship to Heidegger’s thinking is one of the philosophical issues most in need of
being raised in order to arrive at a proper understanding of Strauss’s thought. The dismissal of one, for
whatever reason, results in a fundamental dilution of the other.

—Alan Udoff, “On Leo Strauss”

1.1 Introduction

This chapter will consist of an examination of every instance in Strauss’s published
writings where he examines either Heidegger, or ‘radical historicism,” which for Strauss is
Heidegger’s thinking by another name.! This is done with the goal to circumscribe, at the
end of this chapter, what | will argue is Strauss’s overall critique of Heidegger. | have
chosen to present Strauss’s writings on Heidegger in chronological form, in order both to
indicate the development and deepening of the critique of Heidegger from Strauss’s early
career to his later works, and also to show the overall continuity of this critique. Also, this
form is useful if one simultaneously considers the various periods of Heidegger’s career.
Strauss rarely comments on specific texts other than Sein und Zeit, but in accordance with
the following chapter it would be possible to compare particular moments in Heidegger’s
career with Strauss’s comments composed simultaneously.

It is possible to divide Strauss’s critiqgue of Heidegger into three distinct phases,
corresponding to his continuously deepening encounter with Heidegger. | have named them
the following: 1) Orientation; 2) Opposition; and 3) Socratic Return. These three phases
correspond to important developments in Strauss’s own thought, specifically in relation to

the two recurring themes indicated in the introduction to this thesis, the ‘theologico-

! See the letter from Strauss to Alexander Kojéve, dated June 26, 1950: “I have once again been dealing with
Historicism, that is to say, with Heidegger, the only radical historicist” (published in OT, 251). Strauss is
making explicit reference to his preparation of the publication of Natural Right and History (first published
edition, 1953, based on lectures given in 1949) here.
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political problem’ and the ‘quarrel between the ancients and the moderns.” Strauss’s
understanding of these problems is, I will show, reflected in his understanding and critique
of Heidegger.” In the first phase, Strauss’s path of thinking is determined by the
philosophical possibility which Heidegger had initiated. In a sense, then, Heidegger
‘oriented’ Strauss’s philosophical trajectory in this period. The second phase is
characterized by Strauss’s explicit statements in opposition to Heidegger and radical
historicism, statements which are countered by several instances of praise for Heidegger’s
thought. The third and final phase consists of Strauss’s turn to writing on Socrates and the
problems which Strauss believed Socratic philosophy to identify and address; Strauss’s

writings about Heidegger from this period reflect this preoccupation.

1.2 1922-1935: Orientation

Strauss encountered Heidegger’s teaching for the first time in the summer semester
of 1922 at Freiburg University,* so it is appropriate to begin my exegesis here. Heidegger

presented both a seminar and a lecture that semester. The seminar was titled

2 In presenting Strauss’s relation to Heidegger as possessing three distinct stages, | follow the precedent of
Allan Bloom’s description of Strauss’s career (Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 1960-1990 (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1990), 246-249). This is not to say that Strauss’s encounters with Heidegger’s thought determined
the stages; rather, Strauss’s own understanding at each stage influenced his respective approach to Heidegger.
Strauss himself states that he underwent a “change of orientation” (SCR, 31) around the time of the
publication of his critique of Carl Schmitt’s The Concept of the Political in 1932. John Gunnell claims that
“[t]his change involved, in part, the idea, which was largely product of his encounter with Heidegger, that
philosophy was bound up with historical deconstruction” (“Strauss Before Straussianism: Reason, Revelation,
and Nature,” in Leo Strauss: Political Philosopher and Jewish Thinker, eds. Kenneth L. Deutsch and Walter
Nicgorski (Lanham: Roman and Littlefield Publishers Inc., 1994), 119. Gunnell goes too far in identifying
Strauss’s suggestion for ‘historical studies’ with Heidegger’s concept of Destruktion, however. Strauss’s
‘historical studies’ are, for him, necessary to escape the ‘second cave’ of historicism in order to return to the
natural first position of human beings where philosophy proper may begin; Heidegger’s Destruktion is
intended to show the absolute relation to temporality which the various concepts of Sein throughout the
history of philosophy possess. The consequences of this differing intention will be discussed in chapter 3 of
this thesis.

® Strauss indicates as much in a letter to Karl Léwith dated June 3, 1964, and published in GS 3, 690.
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“Phanomeologische Ubungen fir Anfanger im AnschluB an Husserl, Logische
Untersuchungen 11, 2. Untersuchung” (“Phenomenological Exercises for Beginners in
Connection with Husserl, Logical Investigations II, 2™ Investigation”), and the lecture
course was titled “Phdnomenologische Interpretationen zu Aristotles. Ontologie und Logik”
(“Phenomenological Interpretations of Aristotle: Ontology and Logic”). Strauss evidently
attended at least the lecture course, one which left a lasting impression on his philosophical
approach.* 1 note this only for historical context, however, as before 1940, the only
published evidence available concerning Strauss’s critique of Heidegger is a series of
references scattered across letters and notes, complied in Strauss’s Gesammelte Schriften.”
Strauss’s first writings on Heidegger appear in letters to Gerhard Kruger which date
from the early 1930s, during a period of Strauss’s career immediately after the time when
he was heavily influenced by Nietzsche.® Strauss, in the midst of study on Hobbes,
responds to the, at that time, recent publication of Sein und Zeit by noting that “an adequate
atheistic interpretation of the Bible is first allowed to be possible by Heidegger’s

interpretation of Dasein” (Letter to Kriger, January 7, 1930, GS 3, 380, my translation,

* “| had heard Heidegger’s interpretation of certain sections of Aristotle. Sometime later | heard Werner
Jaeger in Berlin interpret the same texts. Charity compels me to limit the comparison to the remark that there
was no comparison” (Strauss, “Existentialism,” 304).

® Eugene Sheppard makes some interesting comparisons between Heidegger’s and Strauss’s works from this
period, claiming that Strauss silently incorporates Heideggerian themes in his writings on Jewish issues,
specifically “how insight and meaning are conditioned on the horizon and orientation of the finite existence
of the concerned interpreter” (Leo Strauss and the Politics of Exile: The Making of a Political Philosopher
(Lebanon, NH: Brandeis University Press, 2006), 39). Certainly Strauss was influenced by Heidegger at this
point in his career, but there is no incontrovertible textual evidence of a wholesale ‘incorporation’ of
Heidegger’s method, however. | discuss Strauss’s possible adoption of Heideggerian themes in chapter 3 of
this thesis.

8 | can now say that between my 22" and 30" year, Nietzsche had so governed and bewitched me that |
believed literally everything | understood of him—and that is only a part of his teaching, as I see thanks to
your work™ (Letter to Karl Léwith, June 23, 1935, GS 3, 648, my translation).
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emphasis removed’). Strauss believes this to be the case due to the fact that in Heidegger,
one finds the “perfection” of an “other will against the religion of revelation
[Offenbarungs-Religion]” (Letter to Kriger, 7 January 7, 1930, GS 3, 380, my translation,
emphasis removed). This perfection is expressed through Heidegger’s conception of the
call of conscience (Ruf des Gewissens), and the conclusion resulting from Heidegger’s
answer to the question of who calls. As it is Dasein itself which experiences the Ruf from
out of itself, Heidegger’s conception of revelation is such that revelation arises from Dasein
itself, not from a divine origin. However, Dasein still ‘answers’ a ‘call.” For Strauss, this
means that Heidegger preserves or repeats an important aspect of a fundamentally Christian
conception of human existence. This leads Strauss to claim that

the first and still possible philosophy after the decomposition of Christianity

preserves the truth of Christianity; it is thereby even deeper and more radical

than ancient philosophy. Perhaps this consequence is right—in any case, it

must be proven as such. But this is only possible through direct confrontation

of modern with ancient philosophy. (Letter to Kruiger, December 27, 1932, GS

3, 420, my translation, emphasis removed)
For Strauss, Heidegger may yet be more radical than ancient thought, but this must be
proven through a comparison of modern and ancient thought on their own respective terms,
which according to Strauss is yet to be accomplished. Equally as important, however, is
that we can see the beginning here of one of Strauss’s main lines of critique, namely that
Heidegger’s thought exemplifies a form of ‘secularized Christianity,” in the sense, to be

discussed in greater detail below, that it purports to be atheist and at the same time holds

certain Christian concepts of human existence to be fundamental.®

"1 have striven to translate this and the rest of the letters | address in this section as literally as possible,
sometimes thereby sacrificing English readability. However, some of the halting syntax and possible
neologisms seem to be present in the German, as they were never intended for publication

8 Strauss here shares the interpretation of Karl Léwith: “[b]ut the basis that serves as the background for
everything said by Heidegger, and that permits many to take notice and listen attentively, is something unsaid:
the religious motive, which has surely detached itself from Christian faith, but which precisely on account of
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I will return to this in a moment. Continuing, modern thought has not permitted a
direct confrontation with ancient thought because modern thought believes itself to have
progressed from the positions held by the ancients. Strauss states that Heidegger is a
modern in this way, considering him to possess the fundamentally modern idea of progress.
For Strauss,

modern philosophy has from its beginning to Heidegger included, understood

itself as progress and progressive. Therefore, the unradicality of modern

philosophy: it believes itself to be permitted to presuppose the fundamental

questions as already answered, and therefore to be able to ‘progress,’ i.e., the
neglect of the Socratic question which Nietzsche has denounced, and the
neglect of ontology which Heidegger has discovered. (Letter to Kriger,

November 17, 1932, GS 3, 406, my translation, emphasis removed)

In recovering ontological questioning, Heidegger, Strauss claims, believes himself to have
advanced beyond the philosophical milieu which came before him. In Heidegger’s return to
beginnings, there is a progression from what Strauss would claim is the false endpoint of
modern philosophy which was previously held to be the case. In fact, though, Heidegger’s
thought seems for Strauss

to lead to the point at which Socrates begins. Modern philosophy thus shows

itself as a violent ‘destruction of the tradition,” but not as a ‘progression.” It

has freely understood itself as progressive, and from this arises the utter

complexity and obscurity and unradicality from which the term ‘second cave’

[‘zweite HOhle’] should be drawn. (Letter to Kruiger, December 27, 1932, GS

3, 415, my translation, emphasis removed)

Strauss often mentions what he calls the ‘second cave’ in his writings from the 1930s, an

analogy which for him constitutes radical historicism’s effect on the contemporary situation

of and possibility for, philosophy.® Radical historicism, in permitting an atheistic

its dogmatically unattached indeterminacy appeals all the more to those who are no longer faithful Christians
but who nonetheless would like to be religious” (Martin Heidegger and European Nihilism, ed. Richard
Wolin, trans. Gary Steiner (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), 133).

® The actual nature of the ‘second cave,” a concept or analogy which figures prominently in this thesis, is a
point of contention amongst interpreters. For Strauss, the ‘second cave’ is an analogy for the “artificial or
accidental obstacles to philosophy,” ones which therefore determine “the way in which the introduction to
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interpretation of the Bible and thereby preserving the biblical conception of human beings
in a historicist way, has changed the natural situation of human beings who desire to

philosophize. Through his indication of the contemporary situation of the ‘second cave,’

philosophy must proceed” (PAW, 155). James F. Ward states that “Strauss doubts...that we can grasp the
natural world or natural experience as ‘radically prescientific or prephilosophic’ today because our natural
world is a product of or profoundly affected by science” (“Experience and Political Philosophy: Notes on
Reading Leo Strauss,” Polity, VVol. 13, No. 4 (Summer 1981), 686). Hence, for Ward it seems that the ‘second
cave’ is a construct of modern science. However, science does not have the character of a ‘destruction’ of its
tradition, from which Strauss’s letter to Krliger indicates the ‘second cave’ results, as it constantly refers to
the current state of research in order to determine where it will ‘progress’ from the present moment. However,
Ward is moving in the right direction when he states that “the *holy city’ may simply have changed its mind
about itself or understood itself in light of the novel doctrines which decisively resemble older doctrines in
their authoritative character. Our world is the product of science and its self understanding is historicist, then,
in the same way in which the ancient world was constituted by custom or the gods” (“Experience and Political
Philosophy,” 687). This passage hints at how the natural cave and the second cave can both be called ‘caves;’
i.e., that they both possess the structure of opinions concerning the whole, rather than truth about the whole.
More recently, David Janssens has claimed that the ‘second cave’ was “introduced ‘from the outside’ by the
tradition of revelation” (Between Athens and Jerusalem: Philosophy, Prophecy, and Politics in Leo Strauss’s
Early Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008), 103). Hence, for Janssens ascent out of
the ‘second cave’ requires a “return to ‘the world of philosophy’ as it was before the entry of revealed
religion” (Between Athens and Jerusalem, 103). Janssens cites a remark from 1929 which indicates that
Strauss believed the retrieval of this ‘world,” understood as existing before the “irruption’ of religion, was his
primary task” (Between Jerusalem and Athens, 215-215, n. 91; cf. the passage from GS 2, 375 which Janssens
quotes at this point). However, Janssens’s position seems to overlook Strauss’s later remark that “[t]o grasp
the natural world as a world that is radically prescientific, or prephilosophic, one has to go back behind the
first emergence of science or philosophy,” and that this ‘reconstruction’ of “the essential character of the
natural world” is possible on the basis of “the information that classical philosophy supplies about its
origins..., especially if that information is supplemented by consideration of the most elementary premises of
the Bible” (NRH, 79-80). The respective positions of philosophy and religion, as the ‘awful depths’ described
in NRH, 74-76, show, are considered to be of a piece when understood in opposition to the position of radical
historicism, exemplified for Strauss by the thought of Heidegger. Janssens’s remark also seems not to take
into account Strauss’s statement concerning an interpretive position which believes “that the Bible is in an
emphatic sense historical, that the Bible, as it were, discovered history (or the biblical authors):” for Strauss,
“1 do not believe that this approach is very helpful for understanding the Bible, at least as far as its basic parts
are concerned” (FPP, 218). To be sure, Strauss claims that Heidegger’s thought has a religious or revelatory
character, and hence the ‘second cave’ shares some qualities with a religious position. Strauss says that it is “a
tradition based on revelation [eine auf Offenbarung beruhende Tradition],” and not revelation itself, which
“has added the historical difficulty to the natural difficulties of philosophizing” (GS 2, 456, Strauss’s
emphasis, quoted in Janssens, Between Jerusalem and Athens, 103). Taken with Strauss’s remarks about the
religious quality of Heidegger’s thought, it seems clear that the ‘second cave’ is constituted by Heideggerian
radical historicism. The most prominent difference between philosophy and revelation on the one hand, and
radical historicism on the other, is that radical historicism absolutely disallows the possibility of eternal truth
to be discovered. Under Strauss’s rubric, philosophy and revelation, while opposed, both claim truth in the
final analysis to have an eternal, as opposed to radically temporal, character. Understood in this way, it is
possible to view the first chapter of NRH, which I will examine below, as showing the way or method by
which to ascend from the second cave of (radical) historicism. | follow Daniel Tanguay’s interpretation, that
the ‘second cave’ represents radical historicism, here; see Leo Strauss: An Intellectual Biography, trans.
Christopher Nadon (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007), 44-45. Neil Robertson elaborates:
“[t]he difficulty emerging from out of the crisis of modernity lies in the character of modernity as a
constructed reality, a second cave. It is a reality built out of a desire to humanize nature, or—more
accurately—to construct a human world in the place of nature” (“Leo Strauss’s Platonism,” Animus 4 (1999),
3). I will discuss Strauss’s conception of nature in chapter 3 of this thesis.
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Strauss understands himself to oppose Heidegger’s thought, the thought which in a very
real sense determined Strauss’s subsequent philosophical trajectory.™

Keeping in mind Strauss’s early focus in his letters on the atheistic, and yet
religious, aspects of Heidegger’s thought, it is evident that the introduction to Philosophie
und Gesetz (1935) directly refers to that thought. While Heidegger’s name is not
mentioned, Strauss’s use of Heidegger’s vocabulary when discussing radical atheism
indicates that it is Heidegger who is intended to be the recipient of Strauss’s critique. In this
book, Strauss calls the position of “modern “idealism’” to have been “perfected on the one
hand in the discovery of the “aesthetic’ as the purest insight into the creativity of man and,
on the other hand, in the discovery of the radical ‘historicity’ [Geschichtlichkeit] of man
and his world as the definitive overcoming of the idea of an eternal nature, and eternal
truth” (PL, 33; GS 2, 21). The understanding of human existence as radically, or
fundamentally, historical permits the “rehabilitation of the ‘natural world-view’
[naturlichen Weltansicht] on which the Bible depends” (PL, 33; GS 2, 22). This is because
radical historicism makes doubtful the modern scientific description of the world as true. If
modern science is simply “one historically contingent form of ‘world-construction” among
others” (PL 33; GS 2, 21-22), the claim that the Biblical description of the world is correct

becomes possible once again.

19 See “An Unspoken Prologue,” in JPCM, 450. One can find further evidence in a prospectus of a book
Strauss never published entitled Die politische Wissenschaft des Hobbes: Eine Einfihrung in das Naturrecht
(published in GS 3, 193-200). Although only an outline, Strauss mentions Heidegger several times near the
end of the prospectus, especially at the end of the last chapter entitled “Der erste Atheismus und die
Séakularisierung des Glaubens.” In this chapter, Strauss would have discussed “In what way [his] critique is
true also against Heidegger” and how “state and death replace God” in relation to Heidegger’s interpretation
of conscience (GS 3, 199, my translation). We can only guess as to why these critical remarks were never
expanded upon. Regardless, it is clear from this prospectus, as well as the other texts discussed in this section,
that the young Strauss thought of himself as developing a position intended to criticize the reigning thinker of
his era, Heidegger.
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However, radical historicism does not permit this description of the world to obtain.
Rather, due to its “intellectual probity [intellektuelle Redlichkeit],” radical historicism “bids
us to renounce the very word ‘God’” (PL 37; GS 2, 25-26). And yet, claims Strauss, this
radically atheistic position “is a descendant of the tradition grounded in the Bible: it accepts
the thesis, the negation of the Enlightenment, on the basis of a way of thinking which
became possible only through the Bible” (PL 37; GS 2, 26). At this point, Strauss
understands one possible contemporary means by which to reject Enlightenment to be the
adopting of a religious position in the premodern sense; at the same time, probity dismisses
the possibility that this position can be considered as true. Thus, the ‘new atheism,” what
Strauss considers to be exemplified by Heidegger’s philosophical position, is itself formally
grounded in a Biblical understanding of human existence while at the same time
disallowing the content of religious life, the practices and tradition which purport to be in
accordance to the world as God created it. Furthermore, Strauss sees the ‘new atheism,” and
hence Heidegger, as constituting “the last word and the ultimate justification of the
Enlightenment” (PL; GS 2,).* We here see the start of Strauss’s argument for the
comments, to be examined in further detail, that Heidegger’s position constitutes a
fundamentally religious understanding of human existence.** However, we also see the

early development of Strauss’s understanding of the tension between reason and revelation,

1 As David Janssens notes, Strauss reproduces verbatim the paragraph from which this passage is taken in his
Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, a text which was written almost thirty years later. In this way, “the
autobiographical preface reveals in all clarity what remains implicit in Philosophy and Law” (Janssens,
Between Jerusalem and Athens, 94). | discuss the Preface below.

12 “For Heidegger, one might say, the ancients and Husserl are correct in trying to begin from the natural, the
given world, the life-world; but in their descriptions they all fail to reach the primordially given, the
pragmata, the fundamental objects of human concern. This failure, to put it in non-Heideggerian terms, is the
failure to articulate the fundamental attitude of religiosity permeating the perspective of the life-world”
(Laurence Berns, “The Prescientific World and Historicism: Some Reflections on Strauss, Heidegger, and
Husserl,” in Leo Strauss’s Thought: Toward a Critical Engagement, ed. Alan Udoff (Boulder and London:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1991), 170). Berns follows Strauss’s interpretation of Heidegger here; as we shall
see in chapter 2 of this thesis, this is not necessarily Heidegger’s own self-interpretation.
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or the tension between philosophy and faith as sources of human guidance, as well as his
critique of Heidegger’s purported collapsing of the two opposed sources into one unstable
and, for Strauss, ultimately untenable position. At this point in Strauss’s intellectual
development, he had not yet encountered the Islamic philosophers who would cause him to
develop his conception of the theologico-political problem, and the subsequent conception
of the basic relation between religion and politics. Hence, his critique of Heidegger remains
at the level of discussing the elements of his thought held to be religious. Due in part to the
events in Germany of 1933 and Heidegger’s participation in those events, however, this

will change.

1.3 1935-1961: Opposition

In “A Giving of Accounts,” an autobiographical lecture given with Jacob Klein in
1970, Strauss says that “[a]fter [Heidegger’s decision to join the National Socialist party], |
ceased to take any interest in him for about two decades” (in JPCM, 461). As the discussion
of Philosophie und Gesetz above indicates, this statement is almost but not quite true. In
addition to that text and some brief discussions of Heidegger in letters published in the
intervening years, to be examined below, there are, during this period, two significant
mentions of Heidegger, in “Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy,” a lecture given
in 1940, unpublished in Strauss’s lifetime and recently appearing as an appendix in
Heinrich Meier’s Leo Strauss and the Theologico-Political Problem,*® and in “German

Nihilism,” a lecture given in 1941, also unpublished in Strauss’s lifetime and recently

B3 “Ljving Issues of German Postwar Philosophy,” in Heinrich Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theologico-
Political Problem, trans. Marcus Brainard (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 115-139.
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appearing in the journal Interpretation.!* In the first lecture, Strauss mentions several
thinkers who came to prominence following World War 1, including Weber, Husserl, and
Spengler. Strauss also mentions Heidegger, although without in-depth discussion. In this
lecture, Strauss understands Heidegger to provide the philosophical basis for Spengler’s
claim that human existence is radically historical. As Strauss states, “Spengler seemed to
represent the extreme of historicism; but it was soon seen that he had not gone to the end of
his way” (“Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy,” 119). The “philosophic
deficiency of Spengler’s teaching” was that

it required as its basis an elaborate philosophy of man, of human existence as

being essentially historical; a philosophy showing that man as the historical

being is the origin of all meaning; and this presupposed an analysis of truth,

an analysis showing that truth is essentially relative to human existence. Such

a philosophy was elaborated by Heidegger. (“Living Issues of German

Postwar Philosophy,” 119, Strauss’s emphasis)
Here Strauss makes the connection between Heidegger’s thinking and ‘the crisis of the
West,” indicating, as is also discussed in Strauss’s essay, “Existentialism,” to be examined
below, that Heidegger’s thinking is the most profound example of radical historicism and
that such a position is the most extreme expression or result of the underlying crisis, rather
than a solution to that crisis.

Strauss does not examine Heidegger’s thinking in more detail than was just quoted,
but he does repeat an elaboration of the upshot of Heidegger’s thinking: the possibility of a

return to Plato and Aristotle without the accumulated interpretive apparatus of modern

philosophy’s approach to them. For Strauss, Heidegger shows that Plato and Aristotle,

4 “German Nihilism,” ed. David Janssens and Daniel Tanguay, Interpretation, Vol. 26, No. 3 (Spring 1999),
353-378.
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assumed to be refuted by modern philosophy,® have in fact not been adequately
understood, and hence, via Heidegger, “a return to Plato and Aristotle [is] an open
possibility” (“Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy,” 134).*° Heidegger’s
historicism “refutes all systems of philosophy—by doing this, it does the cause of
philosophy the greatest service” (“Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy,” 132).
Finally, Strauss notes that Heidegger’s ‘achievement’ “would not have been possible
without Husserl’s phenomenology” (“Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy,” 137).
Heidegger’s relation to Husserl, as Strauss understands it, is discussed in greater detail in
Strauss’s later essay, “Philosophy as Rigourous Science and Political Philosophy,” to be
examined below.

The second text, “German Nihilism,” is itself more polemical, and constitutes, as
the editors of the published version note, “one of the rare occasions on which Professor
Strauss suspended his customary reticence and directly addressed an important
contemporary issue” (Janssens and Tanguay, Introduction to “German Nihilism,” 353). It is
important thereby to note the political context of this lecture, in contrast to the more

philosophical context of the previous one, as those respective contexts certainly

5 For Strauss, the notion of refutation is a characteristic of specifically modern philosophy, along with the
notion of progress stemming from refutation. Cf. “Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy,” 124, where
Strauss notes these characteristics, while at the same time stating that “the foundation laid by Descartes [it
seems at this point in Strauss’s career that he agreed with Heidegger: Descartes, and not Machiavelli, was the
founder of modern philosophy — DT] is never fully tested, because the root of the pre-modern position, the
philosophy of Aristotle, the alleged refutation of which is the basis of modern philosophy, is never adequately
discussed.” For Strauss, Heidegger provides the tools to begin this discussion.

1% In “An Unspoken Prologue,” Strauss says that “Heidegger is truly important” because “he made it possible
for the first time after many centuries—one hesitates to say how many—to see the roots of the tradition as
they are and thus perhaps to know, what so many merely believe, that those roots are the only natural and
healthy roots” (JPCM, 450). For Strauss, Heidegger’s thought is secondary to his opening the way to a
recovery of Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy free from the framework of modern scholarship’s
understanding of it. Heidegger’s understanding itself, presumably, would be included under the aegis of
modern scholarship for Strauss, however.

17 Strauss agrees with Heidegger that philosophy is not and cannot be a set of doctrines; rather, it is a way of
life. This point of agreement will be explored in greater detail in chapter 3 of this thesis.
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conditioned how Strauss presented Heidegger in each lecture. In the previous lecture,
Heidegger was discussed only in the context of philosophy and hence his philosophical
importance is stressed; indignant accusations of Heidegger’s relation to National Socialism,
and the consequent moral repugnancy surely instilled in his American audience, are
reserved for the second lecture.

Strauss begins the lecture by noting that the political nihilism at that time facing
both non-Nazi-controlled Europe and America had “deeper roots than the preachings of
Hitler” (“German Nihilism,” 357). The specifically German form of nihilism desires, for
Strauss, “the destruction of something specific: of modern civilization” (“German
Nihilism,” 357, emphasis removed). Strauss here understands the ideal of ‘modern’
civilization as specifically “of English and French origin” (“German Nihilism,” 370); one
upshot of the German anti-civilization philosophical position is “a peculiarly German
tradition of contempt for commonsense and the aims of human life as they are visualized in
commonsense” (“German Philosophy,” 371) which implies that English and French
philosophy promote common sense. In contradistinction to the English and French
modernism so identified, German nihilism upholds a “return to a pre-modern ideal,” in the
sense that “[o]n its highest level, it was a return to what may be called the pre-literary stage
of philosophy, pre-socratic [sic] philosophy” (“German Nihilism,” 372). Strauss here
acknowledges Heidegger’s turn to Heraclitus in the 1935 Einfihrung in die Metaphysik;
this is evident especially if one considers Strauss’s discussion of the German nihilist
tendency to praise the military virtues of courage and sacrifice (“German Nihilism,” 371),
virtues which profoundly inform those lectures (not to mention the Rektoratsrede, Sein und

Zeit and elsewhere).
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Strauss mentions Heidegger by name once in the lecture, at the end of a list of
names of those teachers sought by the youth of the interwar period “who could explain to
them in articulate language the positive, and not merely the destructive, meaning of their
aspirations” (“German Nihilism,” 362). Heidegger is included in a group with Oswald
Spengler, Arthur Moeller van den Bruck, Carl Schmitt, and Ernst Jinger, and Strauss
claims that this group “knowingly or ignorantly paved the way for Hitler” (“German
Nihilism,” 362). This is not to say that Strauss believed Heidegger to be the most important
figure of the preparatory period before Hitler’s arrival, however; this attribution is reserved
for Nietzsche, or more specifically, “the atheist Nietzsche” (“German Nihilism,” 362).
Heidegger is held here to be the radicalization of a general current of German philosophical
thought, ultimately culminating in Heidegger’s philosophical elaboration and grounding of
Spengler’s historico-political analysis that the earlier lecture “Living Issues in German
Postwar Philosophy” discussed.'®

It is also extremely important to note Strauss’s claim that German nihilism arose
from a specifically moral criticism, namely that modern civilization obscured the highest
understanding of human existence: the one which holds life to be “based on constant
awareness of the sacrifices to which it owes its existence” (“German Nihilism,” 358,
emphasis removed). Simultaneously taking “Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy”
into account, at this moment Strauss acknowledges the moral and the philosophical
importance of Heidegger’s thought, namely returning the level of seriousness demanded of

both philosophical and political existence in distinction to the level offered by that political

'8 From Strauss’s perspective, evidence of this could be found in Heidegger’s discussion of authentic life in
opposition to that of civil (one is tempted to say bourgeois) das Man and his emphasis on death as that which
ultimately gives life its moral seriousness found in Sein und Zeit, and his subsequent connecting of the
categories of Sein und Zeit to a National Socialist political framework or moment in the Rektoratsrede. I will
discuss these texts further in chapter 2 of this thesis.
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situation exemplified above all by the Weimar Republic. Even in light of Strauss’s
reluctance to speak directly of Heidegger’s virtues in this lecture, Strauss’s ambivalence
toward Heidegger is hinted at here.

Between the time of these lectures and those which eventually became Natural
Right and History, Strauss mentions Heidegger in several letters to Karl Lowith, Alexandre
Kojéve, and Eric Voegelin. These letters do not present a thorough or detailed examination
of Heidegger, but many of the comments Strauss makes can be seen as nascent criticisms
developed further in later works, as well as repetitions of earlier criticisms. In the letter to
Lowith dated August 15, 1946, Strauss understands Heidegger’s thought to be “a refined
interpretation of modern historicism, [one that] ‘anchors’ it ‘ontologically’”
(“Correspondence Concerning Modernity,” 107;*® GS 3, 662). Consequently, “historicity’
makes nature disappear completely” (“Correspondence Concerning Modernity,” 107; GS 3,
662).%° Repeating criticisms made in Philosophie und Gesetz, Strauss also writes in a letter
to Voegelin from December 10, 1950 that “[h]istoricizing means the forgetting of eternity”
(FPP, 75).** Nature, for Strauss, is something permanent, understood in contradistinction to
the constantly fluctuating vicissitudes of historical change.?? Heidegger is for Strauss the

exemplary radical historicist, and thus the exemplary of the position which presents the

19 Strauss with Karl Léwith, “Correspondence Concerning Modernity,” The Independent Journal of
Philosophy, Vol. 4 (1983), 105-119.

20|t is important to note the second half of this consequence, that it “has the merit of consistency and compels
one to reflect” (“Correspondence Concerning Modernity,” 107; GS 3, 662). Strauss thus alludes to Heidegger
as the impetus for his reflections concerning the possibility of philosophy as Strauss understands it; Strauss is
more explicit about this in “An Unspoken Prologue” and “A Giving of Accounts,” both found in JPCM.

21 |owith agrees with Strauss’s interpretation: “The finitude of temporality and together with it historicity
cannot be affirmed more resolutely at the expense of eternity than it is by the author of Being and Time”
(Nature, History, and Existentialism and Other Essays in the Philosophy of History, 75).

%2 “The Straussian argument seems to boil down to this: if everything changes its nature, then there is no
nature, and so no genuine knowledge, but only transient beliefs” (Stanley Rosen, “Leo Strauss and the
Problem of the Modern,” in The Cambridge Companion to Leo Strauss, ed. Steven B. Smith (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 124). At this point in his career, Strauss seemingly did not wish to
emphasize, or did not recognize, the specifically political problem which arises from Heidegger’s position.
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greatest obstacle to philosophy as Strauss understands it.>* Heidegger’s position “has the

merit of consistency and compels one to reflect”®

(“Correspondence Concerning
Modernity,” 107; GS 3, 662). In addition, in a letter to VVoegelin from June 4, 1951, Strauss
repeats his earlier criticism of Heidegger that Heidegger’s conception of human existence is
fundamentally religious in character; however, this “atheistic interpretation of revelation’

“leads to confusion,” as Heidegger’s conception of the “call of conscience’ “ends in the

‘calling’ being grasped as Dasein calling itself—nhere guilt, conscience, action, lose their

8 Emphasizing Strauss’s specifically moral indignation, George Anastaplo reminisces that Strauss “could
instruct certain of his students visiting Germany after the war not to have anything to do socially with
Heidegger. (I know also that he refused to have anything further to do personally with a noted scholar, a
Jewish friend of his from their youth in Germany, who had made his peace with Heidegger.) Even so, he
always acknowledged the remarkable talents of Heidegger, considering him ‘incomparable in our time,’
especially in the comprehensiveness of his thought” (The Artist as Thinker: From Shakespeare to Joyce
(Athens, OH: Swallows Press, 1983), 475 n. 284). In a letter to Lowith dated February 23, 1950, Strauss is
candid about his opinion of Heidegger’s character. Strauss holds Léwith to believe that “Heidegger is the
greatest spirit now living” (GS 3, 674, my translation). However, as Strauss is quick to add, “I do not want to
name him a philosopher—he himself does not want to be a philosopher—I do not know whether a true
philosopher must be a man of good will—but I know that a bad will destroys philosophizing and Heidegger is
a bad fellow: the contrast between Nietzsche’s ‘noblesse’ and Heidegger’s ingenious grumpiness is arresting”
(GS 3, 674, my translation). It is apparent from this passage that Strauss makes a specifically moral
judgement concerning Heidegger, while at the same time acknowledging the greatness of his thought; this is
critical to keep in mind. However, Heidegger’s ‘greatness’ is due to the fact that for Strauss, Heidegger
presents the clearest and deepest challenge to Strauss’s own position. Strauss also expresses this moral
critique in a letter to Kojeve from September 4, 1949, accusing Heidegger of “cowardly vagueness” (OT, 244)
concerning his position vis-a-vis modernity. We can read this judgement in tandem with the passage from the
end of Strauss’s “Restatement on Xenophon’s Hiero” which, while not naming Heidegger, clearly intends to
critiqgue him as one who “lacked the courage to face the issue of Tyranny...[and] were forced to evade the
issue of Being as well, precisely because they did nothing but talk of Being” (OT, 212). Based on these two
passages, it is fair to conclude that Strauss considered Heidegger to be morally despicable from the
perspective of philosophy, due to Heidegger’s unwillingness to confront Tyranny directly as Strauss and
Kojéve believed themselves to have done. Much has been said by various interpreters about ‘Heidegger’s
silence;” for Strauss, as for them, this silence speaks volumes. Also, Strauss is careful to distinguish
Heidegger’s thought from *philosophy’ as Strauss understands it; see especially remarks made in Strauss’s
“Existentialism” lecture, 304 (Heidegger’s thought is never in fact identified with ‘philosophy’ here). See also
“An Unspoken Prologue”: “Superficially or sociologically speaking, Heidegger was the first great German
philosopher...” (JPCM, 450). It is also possible to see something of this distinction in the difference Strauss
notes between ‘intellectual probity’ and ‘the love of truth,” discussed in the Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of
Religion, to be discussed below.

# This important point, that Heidegger’s challenge to philosophy in the Socratic sense forces one to
reconsider the premises of philosophy in the Socratic sense, cannot be overestimated in its significance for
Strauss. Cf. NRH, 31, where Strauss claims that “[r]adical historicism compels us [my emphasis] to realize
the bearing of the fact that the very idea of natural right presupposes the possibility of philosophy in the full
and original meaning of the term. It compels us [my emphasis] at the same time to realize the need for
unbiased reconsideration of the most elementary premises whose validity is presupposed by philosophy.” 1
will return to this point in the final section of this chapter.
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meaning” (FPP, 88). In the 1930s, Strauss was not yet certain that Heidegger’s atheistic
interpretation of the Ruf was unstable; at this point, due to his prior development of his
conception of the tension between reason and revelation, Strauss now holds the judgement
that Heidegger’s position is untenable. This is because the resulting experiences which a
human undergoes, starting with guilt, lead not to God’s veneration but merely back to the
individual human who, according to Heidegger, made the call in the first place. As a result,
the call to action based on belief loses significance: each individual Dasein calls itself to
action, and there is no way to adjudicate between differing calls as to their goodness or
rightness. Heidegger’s position leads to the problem of how to ground or justify ethical
positions, at least from a religious basis. Strauss will elaborate this claim in subsequent
writings to be discussed below.

As | have shown, many of Strauss’s earlier writings were intended, at least in part,
to be contributions to the fight against what he saw as the all-pervasive influence of radical
historicism. Strauss contends that this influence has left us in the ‘second cave beneath the
cave,” and as such radical historicism must be overcome in order to arrive at the first
position that allows for philosophy as Strauss understands it to begin again. In 1949, almost
two decades after Heidegger’s decision for National Socialism, Strauss gave the series of
Walgreen lectures which were to become the basis of his book Natural Right and History.
For the purposes of this thesis, | hold that the first chapter of Natural Right and History,
published in 1953, is Strauss’s most direct and thorough attempt to oppose, and to initiate

the overcoming of, what he understands to be Heideggerian radical historicism.?®> However,

% Tanguay claims that “Natural Right and History is Strauss’s response to Heidegger (compare its title with
that of Heidegger’s most famous work)” (Leo Strauss: An Intellectual Biography, 229 n. 58). I will begin my
analysis of Natural Right and History by following through on this comparison. Richard Velkley (“On the
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if we begin with this consideration, we immediately encounter an interpretive problem:
Heidegger is not named in the chapter under scrutiny here, nor in the rest of the book. We
cannot hazard a guess as to why this is,?® but at least we can begin our analysis by a
comparison of titles. Sein und Zeit and Natural Right and History, as titles, share a form: a
‘metaphysical’ or ‘essential’ concept linked with a temporal, and hence transitory, concept.
We can read the ‘and’ in each title differently, hopefully in the way each author intended.
For Heidegger, Being (das Sein) is fundamentally linked to Time (die Zeit); in fact, one can
argue that for Heidegger, any understanding of Sein is itself a function of, or dependent
upon, the temporal situation in which that understanding takes place. Thus, for Heidegger,
the title instructs the reader to understand both ‘being’ and ‘time’ as one codependent
matrix or structure.?” For Strauss, conversely, the concept of natural right is, qua natural,
something understood to be permanent. Natural right is itself dependent upon the nature of

the beings to which the right is appended, or, to be more specific, natural right reflects or

Roots of Rationalism: Natural Right and History as Response to Heidegger,” The Review of Politics, Vol. 70
(2008), 247), Richard Kennington (“Strauss’s Natural Right and History,” in Leo Strauss’s Thought: Toward
a Critical Engagement, 232), Eugene F. Miller (“Leo Strauss: The Recovery of Political Philosophy,” 96),
Steven B. Smith (Reading Leo Strauss: Politics, Philosophy, Judaism, (Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press, 2006), 128), and Timothy Fuller (from a roundtable discussion published in Hannah Arendt
and Leo Strauss: German Emigrés and American Political Thought after World War I, eds. Peter Graf
Kielmansegg, Horst Mewes, and Elisabeth Glaser-Schmidt (Washington, D.C.: German Historical Institute;
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 165) all hold the same position as Tanguay. Stewart Umphrey
notes the parallels in structure and method between Natural Right and History and Sein und Zeit, and also
recognizes that Natural Right and History is a “propadeutic” to philosophy in Strauss’s Socratic sense:
“Strauss’s intention in Natural Right and History is...to indicate the way to the beginning or surface”
(“Natural Right and Philosophy,” in Leo Strauss: Political Philosopher and Jewish Thinker, 287).

%6 Concerning this point, Richard Velkley surmises that “[w]hen Strauss wrote his book, Heidegger was
barely known as a thinker in this country [i.e., the USA], but was already notorious for his endorsement of
Nazism while rector of the University of Freiburg and on occasions thereafter. The argument of Natural Right
and History, in its foreground but not only there, is oriented toward the contemporary social sciences and a
public-spirited discussion of the foundations of morality and law...Strauss had more than one ground for
thinking that he could not afford to give Heidegger a comfortable and well-lit abode in this setting” (“On The
Roots of Rationalism: Strauss’s Natural Right and History as Response to Heidegger,” 247). For Velkley,
Strauss makes a ‘public-spirited” decision, in the particular context of the very public Walgreen lectures, not
to contribute to the dissemination of Heidegger’s thinking. However, Strauss discusses Heidegger very
publically in the lecture held in 1956 entitled “Existentialism,” to be discussed below. Attention must be paid
to time and place in these two cases.

2 This is the point made in the final sentence of Sein und Zeit: “Does time manifest itself as the horizon of
Being?” (BT 488; Sz, 437).
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must reflect the permanent political nature of human beings. History, by contrast, is, for
Strauss, constantly in motion or impermanent; the historical aspect of human beings shows
us to be at least partly within or affected by the temporal flux and subject to the changes
such a flux causes. The ‘and’ in the title of Strauss’s book thus points to a fundamental
schism or division between the permanent and temporal aspects of human beings, while at
the same time acknowledging the relation between those two aspects.?

Strauss wishes to defend the divide, traditionally understood, between the temporal
and the permanent. While Strauss acknowledges that the temporal aspect of human
existence is constantly in flux, indicated by the fact that human beings always exist at a
particular moment in history, the title of Strauss’s book also reflects his claim, to be
discussed below, that the temporal aspect does not immediately curtail the possibility of
discovering a permanent answer to a permanent question concerning the nature of human
beings. The question of the nature of human beings must be possible to answer, or at least
must be held to be possible to answer, for philosophy as Strauss understands it to
continue.?® Heidegger, conversely, would claim that the temporal aspect is the most
fundamental aspect of human existence, for it is Zeit which conditions all meanings of Sein
and the meaning of Sein is the fundamental question for Dasein, the being (Seiende) which
human beings instantiate. For Heidegger, it is not possible to discover an answer to a
permanent question, and even to search for one implies an error in method.

We will return to this philosophical crossroads below. For now, the comparison of

the titles of, arguably, Heidegger’s and Strauss’s most important books has prepared us to

28 “philosophy is possible only if there is an absolute horizon or a natural horizon in contradistinction to the
historically changing horizons or the caves” (NRH, 35).

2 Interestingly, Strauss makes a distinction between philosophy and the concept of natural right: “[t]he
possibility of philosophy does not require more than that the fundamental problems always be the same; but
there cannot be natural right if the fundamental problem of political philosophy cannot be solved in a final
manner” (NRH, 35).
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begin to examine Natural Right and History, Chapter 1, as a direct response to Heidegger’s
thinking. Strauss begins by characterizing the argument against natural right “in the name
of history” as “an attack” (NRH, 9). This attack is characterized by the claim that “history
shows us that all principles of justice are mutable” (NRH, 9). When we examine the history
of the concept of justice, we see that this history is a series of incommensurable claims,
each abandoned or overthrown to be replaced by another. There is seemingly no permanent
answer to the question ‘what is justice?” forthcoming from the history of attempts to answer
that question. Strauss claims, however, that merely noticing this does not mean that a
permanent answer to the question ‘what is justice?” does not exist. On the contrary,
“realization of the variety of notions of right is the incentive for the quest for natural right”
(NRH, 10, Strauss’s emphasis). Hence, Strauss notes that the attack on natural right, if it is
to have significance, must be a philosophical attack.

Strauss next distinguishes between what he calls conventionalism and historicism as
two positions which serve as the basis for the rejection of the possibility of natural right.
Conventionalism holds that the highest distinction in regards to right is that between
convention and nature. For the conventionalist, all concepts of right are merely reflections
of the organizing principle of a particular, and hence conventional, political grouping, and
thus all concepts of right “have no basis in nature,...are ultimately against nature,...[and]
have their ground in arbitrary decisions, explicit or implicit, of communities” (NRH, 11).
Historicism, on the contrary, either “conceive[s] of man and his works, his varying notions
of justice included, as equally natural as all other things, or else [it] assert[s] a basic
dualism between the realm of nature and the realm of freedom or history” (NRH, 11).
Hence, the historicist of the second type does not think of concepts of right as arbitrary, but

rather as rooted in the human capacity of freedom, and hence “the world of man, of human
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creativity, is exalted far above nature” (NRH, 11). For this type of historicist, a concept of
right cannot have a basis in the nature of human beings, because human beings are
essentially free and hence have characters fundamentally different from natural entities, in
the sense that they are not subject to natural laws. Human freedom, as free, is non-
teleological and unbounded.*

Strauss claims that conventionalism is in fact the position of classical (i.e., Socratic)
political philosophy, which, according to Strauss’s archetype of Plato, believed the world of
convention to be likened to a cave. Strauss understands the cave analogy from The Republic
to be an analogy of specifically political life. As the denizens of the cave only see what has
been presented to them by the public artists, their conception of right is itself also a
presentation, or an opinion. For Strauss,

[m]en cannot live, that is, they cannot live together, if opinions are not

stabilized by social fiat. Opinion thus becomes authoritative opinion or public

dogma or Weltanschauung. Philosophizing means, then, to ascend from public
dogma to essentially private knowledge. The public dogma is originally an
inadequate attempt to answer the question of the all-comprehensive truth of

the eternal order. Any inadequate view of the eternal order is, from the point

of view of the eternal order, accidental or arbitrary; it owes its validity not to

its intrinsic truth but to social fiat or convention. The fundamental premise of

conventionalism is, then, nothing other than the idea of philosophy as the

attempt to grasp the eternal. (NRH, 12)

Here, Strauss alludes to the remarkable claim that from the perspective of a Socratic

political philosopher, the principles of the political regime in which one finds oneself

% Discussing similarities between Heidegger and Schelling, Robert B. Pippin says that for Heidegger, “[o]ur
own determination for good or evil...is a kind of phenomenon or appearance, itself possible because of or by
reference to ‘the self-positing of the Absolute’ [which, in the case of Heidegger, is ultimately understood in
terms of Ereignis—DT]. Since this origin is not...a possible object of any account, it follows...that the reality
of freedom, or ontological possibility, is absolutely unlimited. That is, there can be no system, no ‘whole,” no
‘philosophy of freedom’” (ldealism as Modernism: Hegelian Variations (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997), 408).
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always possess the nature of opinions, never that of the ‘eternal’ truth.** A philosophical
position which adheres to this claim is, for Strauss, the starting point for philosophy, which
he characterizes as the attempt to ascend from the world of opinion to the world of truth, to
move out of the cave and into the light of the sun.

On the contrary, the historicist, says Strauss, believes this to be impossible. For the
historicist,

all human thought is historical and hence unable ever to grasp anything

eternal. Whereas, according to the ancients, philosophizing means to leave the

cave, according to our contemporaries all philosophizing essentially belongs

to a ‘historical world,” “culture,” “civilization,” *‘Weltanschauung,” that is, to

what Plato called the cave. (NRH, 12)
If the philosopher cannot leave the cave, he is consigned to examining only the interior of
the cave, i.e., the opinions upon which the regime is based. Further, if historicism is correct,
the philosopher cannot even recognize the opinions as opinions because the cave is a
‘sealed,” complete world of opinions with no ‘eternal’ truth being possible to discover. As
was noted above, Strauss calls this situation the second, ‘unnatural’ cave, and it is only
through monumental effort that we can ascend from this second cave into the first, i.e., that
we can overcome the historical approach and return to the natural first position of human
beings—the world of opinion. Surprisingly, however, Strauss suggests elsewhere that “only
the history of philosophy makes possible the ascent from the second, ‘unnatural’ cave” (PL,
136 n. 2). Only the turn to the past ways of approaching the problems can serve to liberate
the contemporary philosopher from historicist thinking, for “as long as that pseudo-

philosophy [i.e., radical historicism] rules, elaborate historical studies may be needed which

would have been superfluous and therefore harmful in more fortunate times” (PAW, 155).

%! The problematic character of this claim, namely that politics is always based upon an opinion, never on the
truth, leads us to the problem of how to conceal philosophy’s discovery of and argument for this fact from
political persecution. I will return to this question in chapter 3 of this thesis.
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Study of the history of philosophy, then, is Strauss’s suggestion to allow for the
recommencement of philosophy.*

Returning to the discussion of historicism, we can see that Strauss is in fact engaged
in a genealogical examination of the historical school.”® Strauss wishes to pinpoint exactly
when in the history of philosophy the historical school emerged in opposition to the
‘unhistorical’ approach previous to it, and identifies this moment as immediately following,
and in reaction to, the French Revolution.** Strauss makes the claim that the historical
school identified a problem with universal principles in general, for “[t]he recognition of
universal principles...tends to prevent men from wholeheartedly identifying themselves
with, or accepting, the social order that fate has allotted to them” (NRH, 14). In comparing
their current situation to the idealistic/utopic ‘best case scenario’ of political life, human
beings judge and condemn their real political situation. The belief in universal principles
“tends to alienate [human beings] from their place on the earth. It tends to make them

strangers, and even strangers on the earth” (NRH, 14). Hence, the historical school turned

%2 Of course, this study must be carried out in accordance with Strauss’s particular understanding of how to
interpret a philosophical text, which I will examine in greater detail in chapter 3 of this thesis.

%8 Strauss does not name which thinkers he believes to constitute the most important of the “historical school’
in the first chapter of NRH, he does give some clues as to who they were: “[t]he historical school emerged in
reaction to the French Revolution and to the natural right doctrines that had prepared that cataclysm” (NRH,
13); the historical school believed “that the natural is always individual and that therefore the uniform is
unnatural or conventional,” and, as a consequence, “the historical school asserted that the local and the
temporal have a higher value than the universal” (NRH, 14-15). However, if we turn to the end of NRH, we
realize that for Strauss, the thought of Edmund Burke specifically constitutes one of the forerunners of the
‘historical school:” “Burke’s political theory is, or tends to become, identical with a theory of the British
constitution, i.e., an attempt to discover ‘the latent wisdom which prevails’ in the actual” (NRH, 319). Strauss
sees Burke as “the preparation for Hegel” (NRH, 319), the ideas of whom the just-quoted sentence intimates,
and who can be seen as the philosopher of history par excellence. More generally, it is important to note that
the argument of NRH moves in a circle: the end demands return to the beginning.

% Cf. Strauss, “The Three Waves of Modernity,” 94, which indicates that Nietzsche’s thinking is a
radicalization of that of Rousseau, occurring as it does after the discovery of ‘the historical sense.” Nietzsche
represents the beginning of radical historicism for Strauss, and hence a very different philosophical position
from that of Rousseau (whose thinking, it may be argued, served as one of the inspirations for the French
Revolution); however, as indicated by the title of the essay, Strauss understands these disparate thinkers as
particular instances of a larger philosophical movement.
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the focus from universal principles to the principles of local and temporal character.® In
fact, claims Strauss, one can say that “the historical school asserted the local and the
temporal have a higher value than the universal” (NRH, 15). As a source for ways of living,
then, the local and the temporal take precedence over any claims to universality. Strauss
says that

[b]y denying the significance, if not the actual existence, of universal norms,

the historical school destroyed the only solid basis of all efforts to transcend

the actual. Historicism can therefore be described as a much more extreme

form of modern this-worldliness than the French radicalism of the eighteenth

century had been. It certainly acted as if it intended to make men absolutely at

home in “this world.” (NRH, 15)

At this point we can see the outlines of Strauss’s understanding of Heidegger’s ‘radical
historicist’ position. Strauss sees modernity as a continuous radicalization of its innermost
tendencies, culminating in Heidegger’s thinking which claims that human beings dwell
absolutely in “this world.”*® For Heidegger, transcendence of one’s historical situation, in
the sense of acquiring knowledge of a permanent and stable ‘nature,’ is impossible.

Next, Strauss claims that “[i]n trying to discover standards which, while being
objective, were relative to particular historical situations, the historical school assigned to
historical studies a much greater importance than they had ever possessed” (NRH, 16). As
was mentioned above, the turn to studying history in order to discover, not attempts to
grasp the eternal, but attempts to unearth objectivity from within local and temporal
situations, became more and more prominent. Historicism thus became more positivistic,

for “history was thought to supply the only empirical, and hence only solid, knowledge of

what is truly human” (NRH, 17). However, this in turn had the consequence of eliminating

* This is, claims Strauss, fundamentally for a political purpose. Cf. CM, 3, to be discussed below.
% Cf. Strauss’s claims concerning Heideggerian Unheimlichkeit in “Philosophy as Rigourous Science and
Political Philosophy,” discussed below.
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the possibility of deriving objective principles from historical study, for “the historical
school had obscured the fact that the particular or historical standards can become
authoritative only on the basis of a universal principle which imposes an obligation on the
individual to accept, or to bow to, the standards suggested by the tradition or situation
which has molded him” (NRH, 17). As the historical approach rejects any principle which
could be considered universal, “the only standards that remained were of a purely
subjective character, standards that had no other support than the free choice of the
individual” (NRH, 18). For Strauss, “[h]istoricism culminated in nihilism. The attempt to
make man absolutely at home in this world ended in man’s becoming absolutely homeless”
(NRH, 18).%" Strauss does not exactly accuse Heidegger of nihilism here, but he certainly
wishes to indicate the nihilistic consequences of Heidegger’s position.®

For Strauss, it seems that, when radicalized, historicism claims that the progress of
history is ultimately meaningless, in the sense that history does not have an internal
rationality and cannot provide any universal principles for action; any principles therewith
derived are arbitrarily chosen and subject to embrace or disregard by the free individual.
Interestingly, Strauss notes, this approach to history “was fundamentally the classical view”

(NRH, 18), or, the ‘conventionalist’ view discussed above.*®* For such a view, the

¥ It is interesting to compare Strauss’s position toward Kojéve on this point, as he accuses Kojéve of holding
nearly the same idea (“[o]n the basis of Kojéve’s presuppositions, unqualified attachment to human concerns
becomes the source of philosophic understanding: man must be absolutely at home on the earth, he must
absolutely be a citizen of the earth, if not a citizen of part of the inhabitable earth” (OT, 212). However,
Strauss places himself and Kojéve in a different category than Heidegger, who, according to Strauss, “lacked
the courage to face the issue of Tyranny” (OT, 212). This last statement is a result of the fact that, according
to Strauss, Heidegger did not address or focus on political life in the correct way, as Strauss and Kojeve seem
to do.

%8 The question of nihilism is important for both Strauss and Heidegger, as each thinker is in an important
sense responding to Nietzsche’s Zeitdiagnose. | address this issue in the conclusion of this thesis.

% For the “classical’ position, the guiding principle of political moderation demands adherence to, or at least
respect for, the reigning political opinions. One can see evidence of this position in Strauss’s statement that
“[w]e are not permitted to be flatterers of democracy precisely because we are friends and allies of
democracy” (LAM, 24). However, it is important to note also that Strauss believes that “even by proving that
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conventional existed in contrast to the universally and temporally transcendent, and history
was considered to be fundamentally arbitrary when contrasted with the eternal, the proper
object of philosophical speculation. However, “the mood created by historicism...was
interpreted as the unheard-of experience of the true situation of man as man—of a situation
which earlier man had concealed from himself by believing in universal and unchanging
principles” (NRH, 18). Instead of turning to contemplation of the eternal, the proper
approach for philosophy according to Strauss,*° historicism claims that “the foundations of
human thought are laid by unpredictable experiences or decisions” (NRH, 19). To claim
that philosophy can discover permanent answers to its questions is, for the historicist,
misguided and quixotic at best, or an attempt at domination at worst.

According to Strauss, the development of radical historicism out of earlier
historicism was a two-step process, which, based on Strauss’s language, may be said to
begin in the thought of Kant.** First, philosophy becomes “a ‘critique of reason’ that
allegedly proves the impossibility of theoretical metaphysics and of philosophical ethics or
natural right;” second, historicism claims to prove “that the positive sciences,” formerly

considered as free from metaphysical and ethical import, “rest on metaphysical

a certain view is indispensable for living well, one proves merely that the view in question is a salutary myth:
one does not prove it to be true. Utility and truth are two entirely different things” (NRH, 6). I will discuss the
problematic relation between philosophy and politics as Strauss sees it in chapter 3 of this thesis.

40 «Every philosopher belongs essentially to this or that ethnos [i.e., people, nation, or tribe] but as [a]
philosopher he must transcend it” (Strauss, “The Problem of Socrates,” 327).

*! Strauss’s student Stanley Rosen claims this, and even goes so far as to claim that Kant is more radical than
Heidegger in regards to originating the radical historicist position. See Rosen, Hermeneutics as Politics, 24,
where he calls postmodernism, based in the thought of Heidegger, “essentially Kantian.” Rosen also claims
Strauss “to come closer to Kant in the roots of his thought” (Hermeneutics as Politics, 125). This is because
for Rosen, Kant’s doctrine is that “nature understood as Greek physis is not accessible to us and hence there is
no independent standard for scientific ‘theories’ (Hermeneutics as Politics, 126), and Strauss, Rosen argues,
holds this position. In fact, for Rosen, “it seems entirely proper to contend that Strauss, like Plato, was in fact
a Kantian” (Hermeneutics as Politics, 126). | believe the crucial difference to lie in the fact that Strauss, like
Plato and unlike Kant, believed in one of the central tenets of esoteric writing, that the truth about the lack of
knowledge of the whole has potentially damaging political consequences. | will discuss this issue further in
chapter 3 of this thesis.
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foundations” (NRH, 19-20). This second step is taken by Heidegger in Sein und Zeit, and
here we see Strauss considering Heidegger to be a radicalization of Kant’s project of a
global critique of pure reason: “[h]istoricism stems...from that modern tradition which tried
to define the limits of human knowledge” (NRH, 20).

Strauss next claims that the very ‘experience of history,” the recognition of
humanity’s temporal situatedness, “seems rather to prove that all human thought, and
certainly all philosophic thought, is concerned with the same fundamental themes or the
same fundamental problems, and therefore that there exists an unchanging framework
which persists in all changes of human knowledge of both facts and principles” (NRH, 23-
24). This bold claim, left unargued for at this point in the chapter, is tenuous at best, but for
now we will continue.*? Even if this eternal framework is real, claims Strauss, the cause of
natural right can still be lost. This is because “[t]here cannot be natural right if human
thought is not capable of acquiring genuine, universally valid, final knowledge within a
limited sphere or genuine knowledge of specific subjects” (NRH, 24).* Ironically, Strauss
notes that historicism itself, if it is to be consistent, must claim to have discovered such

knowledge: “historicism admits that human thought is capable of acquiring a most

%2 Strauss argues that it is the fundamental problems which persist as the ‘unchanging framework,” and the
experience of history indicates the existence of these problems. Strauss also calls these problems ‘ideas,’
understood in the Platonic sense (e.g., consider Strauss’s title for chapter 3 of NRH, “Origin of the Idea of
Natural Right,” which is a genealogy of the origin of the problem of natural right in Socratic thought; on this
issue, see Kennington, “Strauss’s Natural Right and History,” 236-237). Victor Gourevitch says that Strauss
“thinks it less problematic to start with ‘our commonsense or natural understanding of our common-sense or
natural world” and instead of speaking about ‘being’ or about the ‘whole’ which is ‘always’ or ‘intelligible,’
to speak about a ‘framework’ of ‘fundamental riddles’ or ‘fundamental problems and alternatives,” which is
‘unchanging’ or ‘coeval with human thought (“The Problem of Natural Right and the Fundamental
Alternatives in Natural Right and History, in The Crisis of Liberal Democracy: A Straussian Perspective, eds.
Kenneth L. Deutsch and Walter Soffer (New York: SUNY Press, 1987), 31). Strauss’s change of the starting
position of philosophic examination, a return to a Socratic political philosophic conception, marks his
difference from Heidegger. | will discuss Strauss’s positions concerning nature and “first philosophy’ in
chapter 3 of this thesis.

“® 1t is extremely important to pay attention to Strauss’s language here. He is not saying that such a truth has
been discovered, only that human beings must be capable of discovering such a truth,, i.e., that it must be
possible.
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important insight that is universally valid and will in no way be affected by any future
surprises” (NRH, 24). Hence, it seems that the historicist position, if it is to be rationally
consistent, must admit to the possibility of a return to non-historicist thought in the future.**

It is here that Strauss properly begins his examination of Heideggerian thought,
identified throughout this section of Natural Right and History as ‘radical historicism.’
Strauss says that “the radical historicist refuses to admit the trans-historical character of the
historicist thesis” (NRH, 26).*> This is because the radical historicist denies the possibility
of objectivity, and the trans-historical claim for the historical character of human life is
meant to be objective. This denial is based on the presupposition that “all understanding, all
knowledge, however limited and ‘scientific,” presupposes a frame of reference; it
presupposes a horizon, a comprehensive view within which all understanding and knowing
take place” (NRH, 26). Strauss notes the Nietzschean basis for such a claim, stating that the

historicist thesis

** In a supplementary text to Truth and Method, one which discusses Strauss in detail, Gadamer responds to
this claim by saying that “historicism that takes itself seriously will allow for the fact that one day its thesis
will no longer be considered true—i.e., that people will think “unhistorically.” And yet not because asserting
that all knowledge is conditioned is meaningless and ‘logically’ contradictory” (Truth and Method, 2™
edition, trans. Joel Weisheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York: Continuum, 2003), 534). Gadamer seems
to be saying that a consistent historicism allows for the overcoming of historicism, and this event would itself
show the truth of historicism in the sense that our present historicist epoch is replaced by a future non-
historicist one which in turn has its own ideas relative to itself. The truth of the historicist hypothesis is
preserved in this account. Gadamer, contra Strauss, does not allow for the thought of any particular epoch to
be the truth, however. It is unclear, were Gadamer to have lived until a non-historicist epoch arrived, whether
he would have smiled at the confirmation of his thesis as a result of the “delusional’ thinking of those who had
abandoned historicism.

** Reiner Schiirmann dismisses Strauss as wrongly applying the term *historicist’ to Heidegger, and claims
that “the rejection of historicism is a constant in Heidegger’s thought” (Heidegger on Being and Acting: From
Principles to Anarchy, trans. Christine-Marie Gros (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 353 n.24).
It is evident from this passage that Strauss considers Heidegger’s radicality to transcend the boundaries of
historicism, while still remaining within its orbit. Differing in their conclusions regarding Heidegger almost to
the point of polar opposition, both Strauss and Schirmann nevertheless would agree that Heidegger was not a
historicist in the apparent sense of the word.
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would make human life itself impossible®®....To avert the danger, Nietzsche

could choose one of two ways: he could insist on the strictly esoteric character

of the theoretical analysis of life—that is, restore the Platonic notion of the

noble delusion—or else he could deny the possibility of theory proper and so

conceive of thought as essentially subservient to, or dependent on, life or fate.

If not Nietzsche himself, at any rate his successors adopted the second

alternative. (NRH, 26)
Alluded to here as the archetypal ‘successor’ of Nietzsche, Strauss thus claims Heidegger
to have followed the second alternative.*’ Strauss draws the radical historicist’s two claims
together: “[t]he comprehensive view of the whole cannot be validated by reasoning, since it
is the basis of all reasoning...[and] we have to choose such a view without any rational
guidance” (NRH, 27, my emphasis). However, this is not a free choice, for our horizon is
imposed on us by fate. For the radical historicist, and also seemingly for the Heidegger of
Sein und Zeit, we are thus “free in the sense that we are free either to choose in anguish the
world view and the standards imposed on us by fate or else to lose ourselves in illusory
security or in despair” (NRH, 27).*® We have the choice to live within historical boundaries

either authentically or inauthentically; there is no possibility of transcending those

boundaries.

“® “There is a degree...of historical sense which injures every living thing and finally destroys it, be it a man,
a people, or a culture” (Friedrich Nietzsche, The Use and Disadvantage of History for Life, trans. Peter Preuss
(Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1980), 10). I will briefly discuss Nietzsche
further in the conclusion of this thesis.

*T Strauss, meanwhile, seems to have chosen the first option. On this point, Corine Pelluchon states that
“Strauss and Heidegger belong to a critical movement of modern rationalism. They are conscious of being
placed in the world described by Nietzsche, but Heidegger is the direct inheritor of Nietzsche, while Strauss
distances himself from this: he has another diagnosis of the origin and the sense of the crisis of our times and
proposes a remedy which has nothing to do with the doctrine of the Eternal Return” (Leo Strauss, une autre
raison, d’autres Lumiéres: Essai sur la crise de la rationalité contemporaine (Paris: Librarie philosophique J.
Vrin, 2005), 201, my translation). I will briefly discuss the connection of Strauss and Heidegger to Nietzsche
in the conclusion of this thesis.

“8 It seems obvious that Strauss is speaking of Heidegger’s conception of authenticity [Eigentlichkeit] here.
The possibility of authentic choice exists only through the experience of anxiety concerning the possibility of
death, and with acknowledgement of the possibility of death, Dasein is “wrenched away from the ‘they’”
(“dem Man entrissen) (SZ, 263). | discuss this further in chapter 2 of this thesis.
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Radical historicist thought, or so it claims, must be committed, or engaged, or
entschiedend, for the experience of history to disclose itself. Hence, the trans-historical
insight of the historicist school “does not transcend history if it belongs to a specific
historical situation” (NRH, 28). Rather, the historical situation which discloses the
historicist insight is the “source” (NRH, 28) of that insight, i.e., the insight depends on a
dispensation of fate, or, we may tentatively state with Heidegger, the ‘erring of Sein.”*
This in turn means that the arrival of the ‘absolute moment’ of history, the moment in
which “the essential character of all thought becomes transparent” (NRH, 28) is a necessary
precursor to radical historicism. This is the moment “in which the insoluble character of the
fundamental riddles has become manifest or in which the fundamental delusion of the
human mind has been dispelled” (NRH, 29), i.e., the moment in which the impossibility of
answering permanent and universal questions has been shown to be the case, and in which
the end of “philosophy, in the full and original sense of the term” (NRH, 30) has come to
pass.

Strauss next retraces Heidegger’s analysis of Plato. Heidegger claims Plato to
answer the question of ‘what is being?’ through “the dogmatic identification of ‘to be’ in
the highest sense with “to be always’” (NRH, 30).>° Conversely, the historicity of human
life reveals such notions as:

what is called the whole is actually always incomplete and therefore not truly
a whole; the whole is essentially changing in such a manner that its future

%9 Cf. Heidegger, “Overcoming Metaphysics,” in Richard Wolin, ed., The Heidegger Controversy: A Critical
Reader (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993), 88.

%0 Cf. Heidegger’s claim that Plato’s cave metaphor indicates his initiation of metaphysics through a covering-
over of the more originary character of truth as ¢ I»geia, in “Plato’s Doctrine of Truth,” PM, 180-181; GA 9,
234-236. In a reversal of the charges laid against Platonic philosophy, Strauss claims that upon contemplation
of Heidegger, “[w]e are forced to suspect that historicism is the guise in which dogmatism likes to appear in
our age” (NRH, 22). This is because, for Strauss, radical historicism does not pursue the consequences of the
experience of history to their end, and thus historicism is dogmatic in the sense of “the inclination ‘to identify
the goal of our thinking with the point at which we become tired of thinking’” (NRH, 22).
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cannot be predicted; the whole as it is in itself can never be grasped, or it is

not intelligible; human thought essentially depends on something that cannot

be anticipated or that can never be an object or that can never be mastered by

the subject; ‘to be’ in the highest sense cannot mean—or at any rate, it does

not necessarily mean—*to be always.” (NRH, 31).
If the absolute moment in history reveals these theses as true, then the entire history of
philosophy from Plato to Nietzsche has been an error, or determined by an erring of Sein.

Strauss does not critique these theses in detail, perhaps because the fundamental
focus of Natural Right and History is political philosophy, not ontology.>* Strauss
consequently continues:

radical historicism compels us to realize the bearing of the fact that the very

idea of natural right presupposes the possibility of philosophy in the full and

original sense of the term. It compels us at the same time to realize the need

for unbiased reconsideration of the most elementary premises whose validity

is presupposed by philosophy. (NRH, 31)
Heidegger’s radical historicism, as much as it is deemed problematic by Strauss, is itself
the necessary propadeutic to a reconsideration of the fundamental principles of philosophy
as Strauss understands it, and, in turn, the question of natural right which political
philosophy seeks to answer. In “An Unspoken Prologue” (1959), a more autobiographical

work unintended for publication, Strauss says that “by uprooting and not simply rejecting

the tradition of philosophy, [Heidegger] made it possible for the first time after many

%! Strauss presents five nascent criticisms here, although none of them are developed in detail at this point. 1)
Historicism “either ignores or distorts” “the simple experiences regarding right and wrong which are at the
bottom of the philosophic contention that there is natural right;” 2) “the most thoroughgoing attempt to
establish historicism culminated in the assertion that if and when there are no human beings, there may be
entia, but there cannot be esse, that is, that there can be entia while there is no esse;” 3) connected to this is
“the rejection of the view that ‘to be’ in the highest sense means ‘to be always,’” i.e., the denial of eternity; 4)
the “contrast between the way in which historicism understands the thought of the past and the genuine
understanding of the thought of the past;” and 5) the problem of the foundational status of the ‘experience of
history’ (NRH, 32) Strauss’s elaboration of the fifth criticism will be discussed below. Additionally, Strauss
considers the second criticism as evidence of the “darkness, indeed absurdity of Sein und Zeit” (Letter to Karl
Lowith, December 12", 1951, GS 3, 677). Strauss expresses his thoughts explicitly in private correspondence,
but, as was discussed above, Strauss seems to have had several reasons for not engaging with Heidegger’s
texts directly in Natural Right and History. There is textual evidence in Sein und Zeit which merits at least
part of Strauss’s critique: “...only as long as Dasein is..., ‘is there’ Being” (BT, 255; SZ, 212).
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centuries—one hesitates to say how many—to see the roots of the tradition as they are”
(JPCM, 450). Rather than taking the positivist approach to philosophical problems and
therefore willfully ignoring the history of answers to those problems, Heideggerian
Destruktion ‘uprooted’ or ‘loosened’ the tradition in order to clear away the accumulated
detritus of centuries of classical scholarship. As a result of Heidegger’s Destruktion of the
history of philosophy, Strauss was able to see “the possibility which Heidegger had opened
without intending it: the possibility of a genuine return to classical philosophy, to the
philosophy of Aristotle and Plato, a return with open eyes and in full clarity about the
infinite difficulties which it entails” (JPCM, 450).

However, this is not to say that Strauss followed or branched directly from
Heidegger’s path, as his other students or disciples Arendt, Gadamer, Jonas, etc., arguably
have done.>® Instead, in the context of Natural Right and History, Strauss wishes to make
some first steps toward a global critique of radical historicism, steps which are elaborated
in other works. The experience of history, claims Strauss, is problematic as a foundational
experience for human beings, for, “in the transition from early (theoretical) to radical

(‘existential’) historicism, the ‘experience of history’ was never submitted to critical

52 As elsewhere, Strauss is ambivalent toward Heidegger on this point. Historicism has left us in a ‘second
cave,” which thereby necessitates ‘historical study’ of the tradition of political philosophy; and yet, as James
F. Ward notes, historical study also permits us both “to recover the experiential basis of political philosophy
and to transform our inherited knowledge into genuine knowledge” (“Political Philosophy and History: The
Links Between Strauss and Heidegger,” Polity, Vol. 20, No. 2 (Winter 1987), 289). Heidegger’s thought is the
exemplary of that which places us in the second cave, but the way in which to free ourselves from this cave
itself permits a fresh experience of the tradition of political philosophy free from the sediment of
interpretations of that tradition. For Arthur M. Melzer, “Strauss’s acknowledged debt to Heidegger means that
it is precisely historicism at its peak that eventually, if unintentionally, produced the radical new openness to
and reinvigoration of nonhistoricist thought at its peak. Thus..., Strauss sees his own path of thought as not
simply sui-generis, but as representing the self-overcoming of historicism” (“Esotericism and the Critique of
Historicism,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 100, No. 2 (May 2006), 283).

%% According to Velkley, for Strauss “Heidegger’s question [i.e., the question of Being] is a necessary one,
and Strauss’s inquiries are in a sense a continuation of Heidegger’s...The problems for Strauss arose in the
implications Heidegger drew from his question, or the attitudes he adopted toward it” (“On The Roots of
Rationalism,” 253). The perplexing status of Strauss’s position vis-a-vis Heideggerian ontology will be
discussed further in chapter 3 of this thesis.
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analysis” (NRH, 32).>* This then leads Strauss to “raise the question whether what is called
the “discovery’ of history is not, in fact, an artificial and makeshift solution to a problem
that could arise only on the basis of very questionable premises,” (NRH, 33), namely, the
premises of modern philosophy as opposed to ancient philosophy.> Strauss makes this
claim in order to suggest another possibility, that “[h]istoricism is the ultimate outcome of
the crisis of modern natural right” (NRH, 34, my emphasis).>® This possible situation arises
in two steps. First, philosophy was reconceived as an endeavour “in the service of the relief
of man’s estate,” and “for the sake of human power” (CM, 3), that is, the ancient
conception of “political philosophy’ was replaced by the modern conception of the same.
Second, as a result of the ‘discovery of history,” this reconception of philosophy’s task was
itself conceived as mere ideology. This meant that modern philosophy’s task was
seemingly derived from one historically-determined conception of justice, no more or less
‘true’ than any other (CM, 6-7). Left with the incommensurability of these two positions,

the crisis of “modern natural right” or ‘modern political philosophy’ began, and with it, due

% “Strauss suggests that appeal to this irreducible experience (much like the appeal to revelation) must
confront the problem of the seeming multiplicity of such experiences or revelations...How do we know, then,
that the anguished experience of historicity is the basic experience that reveals the fundamental situation of
man as man?” (Melzer, “Esotericism and the Critique of Historicism,” 282). As will be discussed forthwith,
this multiplicity of experiences in their conflict and mutual contradiction gives rise to the possibility of
acknowledgement of the fundamental problems toward which the multiplicity points. Philosophy as Strauss
understands it is nothing other than contemplation of these problems.

%% Strauss considers the history of philosophy to be defined fundamentally by the rupture between the ancient
and modern philosophical approaches. This is in opposition to Heidegger, who traces the history of
philosophy as an uninterrupted line